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Treating saltlan

• The familiar effects of salt encroachment.

By the Soil Research and Survey
Branch, Department of Agriculture
There is still no simple 'recipe'for
overcoming the effects of salt
encroachment. However, the
following is a broad outline of the
Department of Agriculture's
recommendations for the
management of catchments which
include salt-affected land. Each
situation has to be treated according
to its particular characteristics within
these general recommendations. The
recommendations are on a catchment
basis and can be conveniently divided
into physical and biological aspects.
Physical recommendations
• Adopt contour practices on sloping
land above salt-affected areas to
encourage even rainfall infiltration
and to minimise flooding and
waterlogging of low-lying land.
Various types of earthworks may be
required depending on the incidence
and severity of any erosion present.
• Contour banks should be installed
as required on the sloping land above
the salt-affected areas, along with
other contour practices to ensure that
rain percolates into the soil as evenly
as possible, and that flooding and
waterlogging of low-lying land is
controlled.
• lnstal shallow surface drains or
contour or grade banks on or near
low-lying land to reduce winter
waterlogging, provided the structures
or their discharge do not cause a
hazard on adjacent private or public
land. If a hazard is created the farmer
can be liable for damages.

• lnstal cut-off drains where the
presence of shallow subsurface water
seeping onto the soil surface is
established as the major cause of the
salt problem. Ensure safe disposal of
drainage water.
• A void bare fallow on either saline
or non-saline parts of the catchment
so that water consumption by plants
in the catchment area is maximised
and the rate of increase in the
underlying water table reduced.

Biological recommendations
• Promote plant growth suited to
both the saline and non-saline parts
of the catchment, to help use as much
of the rainfall as possible.
• Grow suitable cereal and pasture
species on marginally salt-affected
land.
• Grow suitable perennial salttolerant forage plants on severely
salt-affected areas. They will mostly
need special (autumn) cultivation for
establishment and fencing for grazing
management.
• Planting trees may give the
maximum water use but not enough
information is available at present to
recommend the most effective
situations, that is, it is not possible
yet to define which part or how much
of a catchment should be planted to
trees to most benefit a salt-affected
area lower in the catchment.

General
The principle is to use as much as
possible of the rainfall through crops,
pastures and other suitable plants,
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and to promote even distribution
rainfall on the sloping lands of
catchments.
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These recommendations,
on a broad,
catchment scale, apply to most farms
in the cereal growing areas. Some
farmers may have to place different
emphasis on one or other of the
physical structures according to the
proportion they have of sloping, flat,
salt-affected and non-saline land. But
no farmer can afford to ignore the
plant recommendations,
which are
only very briefly summarised above.
Many salt encroachment problems
are exacerbated by waterlogging.
However, investigations by this
Department, CSIRO and by the
Public Works Department have
shown that most of the severe and
widespread salt encroachment on
soils in Western Australia is the
result of the saline groundwater table
rising to within one or two metres of
the soil surface. In most cases, it is
not caused by water moving as
subsurface seepage within the top
half metre or so of soil.
While large interceptor banks may
alleviate waterlogging and act as
alternatives forstandard contour or
grade banks, Department officers
have found no evidence that the
installation of interceptor banks will
reverse salt encroachment. Similarly,
they do not expect that the practices
recommended by the Department for
management of salt-affected
catchments will totally prevent
further salt encroachment
or reverse
the position on existing salted areas.

